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Reorganization of the Senate: Modern Reform Efforts 



Summary 

Numerous reviews of the operations and structure of the Senate have been 
conducted in the past 60 years. Three joint committees, two select committees, two 
commissions, one study group, one standing committee, and party conferences have 
studied various aspects of the Senate and its committee system. 

The contemporary Senate is primarily a product of two major laws and a 
significant overhaul of Senate Rules. The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946, 
among other things, codified committee jurisdictions, streamlined the committee 
system, and instituted a professional committee staffing structure. The Legislative 
Reorganization Act of 1 970 opened Congress to public scrutiny, modified committee 
and floor procedures, and enhanced Congress’s research and budget capabilities. The 
work of the Temporary Select Committee to Study the Senate Committee System 
(Stevenson Committee) resulted in major changes in Senate committee jurisdiction. 

Other overhaul efforts had a narrower scope or were disregarded at the time of 
the activity. The work of the Commission on the Operation of the Senate (Culver 
Commission) focused on the administrative structure of the Senate. The Study 
Group on Senate Practices and Procedures (Pearson-Ribicoff Study Group) issued 
a wide-ranging set of recommendations concerning Senate Rules and procedures. 
The Temporary Select Committee to Study the Senate Committee System (Quayle 
Committee) addressed committee assignments. The Senate Committee on Rules and 
Administration undertook a study to improve Senate operations, and subsequently 
reported a number of proposals on jurisdictional organization. The Joint Committee 
on the Organization of Congress (JCOC) recommended altering aspects of 
congressional organization and operations. 

Changes in party conference rules and practices have also influenced the 
contemporary Senate. 

This report discusses efforts to modify Senate operations and structure since the 
1940s, including the origin and makeup of the various reform entities, their 
recommendations, and the consequences of those recommendations for the Senate. 
This report will be updated as events warrant. 

For related information on congressional reorganization efforts, see CRS Report 
RL3 1 825, Reorganization of the House of Representatives: Modern Reform Efforts, 
by Judy Schneider, Christopher M. Davis, and Betsy Palmer. 
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Reorganization of the Senate: Modern 
Reform Efforts 



Introduction 

Issues such as overlapping committee jurisdictions, scheduling practices, or 
imbalanced workloads have prompted periodic efforts to reorganize the Senate. 1 
Since the Second World War, 10 different reform efforts have been launched, the 
most recent in 1 995 . Most major changes in rules and procedures have resulted from 
landmark legislation, including the 1946 and 1970 Legislative Reorganization Acts 
and one significant Senate reorganization in 1977. More incremental changes have 
been the consequence of formal reorganization committees or study commissions, 
such as the Temporary Select Committee to Study the Senate Committee System 
(commonly called the Stevenson Committee) or the Commission on the Operation 
of the Senate (commonly called the Culver Commission). Other attempts at self- 
examination, such as the Study Group on Senate Practices and Procedures (Pearson- 
Ribicoff Study Group), have generated recommendations on procedural issues, only 
for the Senate to disregard them. The principal goal behind most of these reform 
efforts in the Senate has been either to revise institutional rules and processes in order 
to increase efficiency or to broaden the scope of participation in the decision-making 
process, or to do both. 

Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946, 79 th Congress 
(1945-1947) 

Creation. Congress established the Joint Committee on the Organization of 
Congress with passage of H. Con. Res. 18 on February 19, 1945. The joint 
committee was authorized to take testimony and make recommendations about the 
structure of Congress. The panel was authorized for the two years of the 79 lh 
Congress. The resolution called on the joint committee to “make a full and complete 
study of the organization and operation of the Congress,” and to “recommend 
improvements in such organization and operation with a view toward strengthening 
the Congress, simplifying its operations, improving its relationship with the other 
branches of the United States Government and enabling it better to meet its 
responsibilities under the Constitution.” 

Membership. The joint committee consisted of 12 Members, six from each 
chamber, equally divided by party. Senator Robert M. La Follette Jr., a Progressive 
from Wisconsin who caucused with the Republicans, chaired the joint committee. 
The vice chair was House Democrat A.S. “Mike” Monroney, a Representative from 
Oklahoma. In addition to La Follette, Senators on the committee were: Elbert D. 



1 See also CRS Report RL31825, Reorganization of the House of Representatives: Recent 
Reform Efforts, April 1, 2003, by Judy Schneider, Christopher M. Davis, and Betsy Palmer. 
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Thomas (D-UT); Claude Pepper (D-FL); Richard Russell (D-GA); Wallace White 
(R-ME); and C. Wayland Brooks (R-IL). Other House Members on the committee 
were: Eugene Cox (D-GA); Thomas J. Lane (D-MA); Earl Michener (R-MI); Everett 
Dirksen (R-IL); and Charles Plumley (R-VT). 

Recommendations Relating to Committee Jurisdictions. The joint 
committee held 39 hearings, took testimony from 102 witnesses over four months, 
and issued its final report (H.Rept. 1675) on March 4, 1946. The report called for a 
series of major changes to congressional operations. At the core of the plan was a 
reorganization of the House and Senate committee systems. 

Senate Committees. In relation to committees and their jurisdictions, the 
joint committee recommended that the Senate’s 33 standing committees be 
consolidated into 16 panels, with jurisdictions redrawn as shown below: 

! Agriculture and Forestry: Formed from the existing Agriculture 
Committee. 

! Appropriations: Formed from the existing Appropriations 

Committee. 

! Armed Services: Formed from the merger of the Military Affairs 
and Naval Affairs Committees. 

! Banking and Currency: Formed from the existing Banking 

Committee. 

! Claims: Formed by the existing Claims Committee. To be 

dissolved when claims were transferred to the courts. 2 

! Civil Service: Formed from the merger of the Civil Service and the 
Post Office and Post Roads Committees, minus the post roads 
jurisdiction. 

! District of Columbia: Formed from the existing District of 

Columbia Committee. To be dissolved when D.C. residents were 
granted home rule. 3 

! Expenditures in the Executive Departments: Formed from the 
existing Expenditures in the Executive Departments Committee. 

! Finance: Formed from the existing Finance Committee. 

! Foreign Relations: Formed from the existing Foreign Relations 
Committee. 

! Interior, Natural Resources and Public Works: Formed from the 
merger of the Commerce, Indian Affairs, Interoceanic Canals, 
Irrigation and Reclamation, Mines and Mining, Public Buildings and 
Grounds, Public Lands and Surveys, and Territories and Insular 
Affairs Committees. Also to include the post roads jurisdiction from 



2 Title IV of the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 (P.L. 601, 79 th Congress) 
transferred adjudication of claims against the government to the Court of Claims, which is 
now the U.S. Court of Federal Claims. 

3 President Harry S Truman proposed granting home rule to the residents of the District of 
Columbia during his presidency, but the final version of the 1946 legislation did not include 
this provision. 
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the Post Office and Post Roads Committee, which would be 
abolished. 

! Interstate Commerce: Formed from the merger of the Interstate 
Commerce and the Manufacturers Committees. 

! Judiciary: Formed from the merger of the Judiciary, Patents, and 
Immigration Committees. 

! Labor and Public Welfare: Formed from the existing Labor and 
Education Committee and the Social Security jurisdiction of the 
Finance Committee. 

! Rules and Administration of the Senate : F ormed from the merger 
of the Audit and Control, Enrolled Bills, Library, Printing, Privileges 
and Elections, and Rules Committees. 

! Veterans’ Affairs: Formed from the merger of the Pensions 

Committee and the veterans jurisdiction of the Finance Committee. 

House Committees. Thejoint committee recommended that the House’s48 
standing committees be reduced to 18, largely through consolidating the jurisdictions 
of existing committees. The 18 committees recommended in the report were: 

! Agriculture: Formed from the existing Agriculture Committee. 

! Appropriations: Formed from the existing Appropriations 

Committee. 

! Armed Services: Formed from the merger of the Military Affairs 
and Naval Affairs Committees. 

! Banking and Currency: Formed by the merger of the Banking and 
Currency and the Coinage, Weights, and Measures Committees. 

! Civil Service: Formed by the merger of the Civil Service, Census, 

Post Office and Post Roads, and the District of Columbia 
Committees. 

! Expenditures in the Executive Department: Formed by the 
existing Expenditures in the Executive Department Committee. 

! Foreign Affairs: Formed by the existing Foreign Affairs 

Committee. 

! House Administration: Formed by the merger of the Accounts, 
Disposal of Executive Papers, Enrolled Bills, Library, Memorials, 
and Printing Committees. The Committee on the Election of 
President, Vice President, and Representatives in Congress was 
abolished. Three separate Elections committees were abolished and 
those responsibilities transferred to the House Administration 
Committee. 

! Interstate and Foreign Commerce: Formed by the existing 

Interstate and Foreign Commerce Committee. 

! Judiciary: Formed from the merger of the Judiciary, Patents, 
Revision of the Laws, and Immigration and Naturalization 
Committees. 

! Labor: Formed by the merger of the Labor and Education 

Committees. 

! Merchant Marine and Fisheries: Formed from the existing 

Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee. 
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! Public Lands: Formed by the merger of the Public Lands, 

Territories, Irrigation and Reclamation, Mines and Mining, Insular 
Affairs, and Indian Affairs Committees. 

! Public Works: Formed by the merger of the Flood Control, Public 
Buildings and Grounds, Rivers and Harbors, and Roads Committees. 

! Rules: Formed from the existing Rules Committee. 

! Un-American Activities: Formed from the existing Un-American 
Activities Committee. 

! Veterans’ Affairs: Formed by the merger of the Pensions, Invalid 
Pensions, and World War Veterans’ Legislation Committees. 

! Ways and Means: Formed from the existing Ways and Means 
Committee. 

The Claims panel and the War Claims panel were to be abolished. 4 

Recommendations on Jurisdiction and Oversight. The joint 
committee recommended that, for the first time, the jurisdictions of each standing 
committee be written into the rules of the Senate and the House. During opening 
debate on the Senate legislation that incorporated the joint committee’s proposal, 
Joint Committee Chair La Follette described how jurisdictions had been determined 
under Senate practices prior to the 1946 Act: 

Under the practice of the Senate, the jurisdiction of committees has grown up in 
part as a result of their names and in part because of the general field of 
legislation which they normally would cover. Committees have also acquired 
jurisdiction simply because they have had the power to initiate a particular piece 
of legislation, especially in a new field. As a result of this practice, the 
jurisdictional lines between our committees are confused not only because they 
overlap, but also because of the practice of having jurisdiction attach to a 
particular committee if by chance it may have considered original legislation in 
some new field. Through the years, as the activities of the Federal Government 
have grown in scope and complexity, the result has been, naturally, to complicate 
an already complicated situation insofar as jurisdictional conflicts between the 
present committees are concerned. It is in the hope of simplifying that situation 
and, insofar as possible, of anticipating and avoiding future conflicts of 
jurisdiction that we have attempted in this measure to spell out the jurisdiction 
of the standing committees which we propose. 5 

The jurisdictional definitions, according to the joint committee, “should 
enumerate the activities covered and describe their scope in terms of subject matter 
of legislation as well as the administrative organization of the Federal Government 
so that disputes over jurisdiction will be minimized or eliminated.” 6 



4 Title IV of the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1940 (P.L. 601, 79' h Cong.) transferred 
adjudication of claims against the government to the Court of Claims, which is now the U.S. 
Court of Federal Claims. 

5 Robert M. La Follette, “Organization of Congress,” remarks in Senate, Congressional 
Record, vol. 92, June 5, 1946, pp. 6344-6345. 

6 U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress, Organization of the 

(continued...) 




